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© High sensitivity miniature pressure transducer. 

© A miniature transducer having an ultrathin tensioned silicon diaphragm so as 
small changes in pressure. A silicon wafer is masked to define diaphragm areas, and e 

depth. The mask is removed, and the entire silicon wafer ,s etched a secqnd .me 

is tensioned during the fabrication of the transducer structures. 
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HIGH SENSITIVITY MINIATURE PRESSURE TRANSDUCER 



TECHNICAL FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates in general to transducers, and more particularly to silicon diaphragm 
pressure transducers and methods of fabrication thereof. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Transducers are devices which function generally to convert an input of one form into an output of 
another form or magnitude. Many types of transducers are available for converting light to electrical signals, 
mechanical energy to electrical signals, temperature to pressure, pressure to electrical signals, etc.. and 
vice versa. In other instances, transducers can simply modify an input stimulus, such as change an input 
pressure to another pressure, an input amplitude to a different output amplitude, etc. Equipment or 
apparatus which operates between different types of energy generally requires one type of transducer or 
another. Based upon the application, transducers can range from inexpensive to very expensive, depending 
on the precision, accuracy, reliability, etc. required. 

In the present market, the largest number of pressure to voltage conversion devices (pressure 
transducers) are piezoresistive. These devices are strain sensitive rather than displacement sensitive. 
However, for pressure ranges less than a psi FS (Full Span), capacitive displacement transducers are 
predominantly employed. The capacitance is sensed by electrical circuits to provide an output voltage 
corresponding to the change in pressure. Highly developed silicon semiconductor processing techniques 
have given rise to the use of such material as flexible clamped transducer diaphragms which move in 
response to pressure and provide an output change in electrical resistance or capacitance. Such trans- 
ducers are disclosed in U.S. Pat Nos. 4,495,820; 4,424,713; 4,390,925 and 4,542,435. The use of silicon 
semiconductor material as a pressure transducer diaphragm is a relatively new innovation, and thus many 
fabrication and operational uncertainties still exist. For example, the characterization and mathematical 
modeling of silicon, when employed as a flexible membrane, is not well known. Therefore, it has been 
difficult to predict silicon diaphragm transducer performance which exhibits predefined charactenstics over 
a wide range of applications. In addition, the fabrication of such type of transducer has been accompanied 
by many problems, one of which is that such a conductive diaphragm of the clamped type must be fixed or 
anchored at its peripheral edge, and electrically insulated from spaced capacitor plates. Such an interface 
requires different materials with the attendant problems of attachment, relative temperature expansion, 
uniform spacing, stability, reliability and a host of other concerns. 

The demand for pressure transducers with increased sensitivity has always been high because the 
market for flow transducers using differential pressure techniques has always been larger than the entire 
pressure transducer market. This market has been largely unserved for lack of low cost, high sensitivity 
differential pressure transducers. Recently, this already high demand has been growing because energy 
conservation and control needs in the heating ventilation and air conditioning area (HVAC) have required 
more sensitive, precise and accurate flow transduction at a lower cost. In capacitive displacement type 
transducers, such increased sensitivity is generally achieved by increasing the diameter of the flexible 
diaphragm. As a result, large diaphragm diameters have been utilized to provide the desired sensitivity. It 
can be appreciated that with such a construction, such transducers are costly, not easily mass produced 
and require a lot of space for implementation. In addition, with large diameter diaphragms, the use of silicon 
makes the transducer economically impractical. Among other disadvantages of many large, metal dia- 
phragm transducers is that an overpressure, even momentarily, often stretches or completely damages the 
diaphragm and renders the transducer unusable. The typical overpressure (proof pressure) for psi ranged 
transducers is from 1 to 10 times FS. The required overpressure for high sensitivity differential pressure 
transducers in flow applications is often 10 to 100 times FS and occasionally 1000 times FS. These needs 
cannot be met by large diameter metal diaphragm devices with proportionally larger gaps. 

It can be seen that a need exists for a miniature pressure transducer of the capacitive displacement 
type which is cost effective and mass producible employing new silicon fabrication and micromachining 
processes at a wafer level. A need also exists for a miniature transducer, and method of fabrication thereof, 
in which the sensitivity is not compromised based on size, and in which a large number of transducers can 
be fabricated in a batch process utilizing semiconductor masking, patterning and deposition technology. 
There also exists a need for a highly sensitive, small diameter diaphragm which can be overpressured 




without damage to the unit. 



SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

5 

In accordance with the present invention, the disclosed miniature capacitive displacement pressure 
transducer, and method of fabrication thereof, substantially reduces or eliminates the disadvantages and 
shortcomings associated with the corresponding prior art structures and techniques. The three layer 
transducer of the invention is extremely small, e.g., about 300 mil square, with about 200 mil diameter 
to ultrathin diaphragm, and having a sensitivity to pressure changes not heretofore realized by comparably 
sized transducers. 

According to the invention, the transducer diaphragm comprises a thin single crystal silicon material 
which is processed in a manner to independently define a capacitor gap parameter and a diaphragm 
thickness. As an example, the silicon wafer is masked and patterned with silicon dioxide to define plural 

75 circular diaphragm areas. The patterned silicon material is then quick etched with a potassium hydroxide 
etchant to remove residual surface oxides, then followed by an initial quaternary ammonium hydroxide etch 
to remove the patterned silicon to a desired setback or gap depth. The entire silicon dioxide mask is then 
removed, whereupon the entire wafer is again quick etched with potassium hydroxide followed with a 
subsequent quaternary ammonium hydroxide etch until a desired thickness of the silicon is reached in the 

20 diaphragm areas. The setback or gap depth is not substantially affected by the second etch, thereby 
independently forming the setback and diaphragm thickness parameters. This etchant does not selectively 
change setback etch depth at the diaphragm boundaries, as do other etches, thereby yielding a uniform 
etch depth over the diaphragm area. The thicker silicon areas surrounding the thin diaphragms are also 
micromachined during the second etch to provide an ideal smooth surface which facilitates electrostatic 

25 bonding to glass wafers. Because of the resulting ultrathin silicon structure, the wafer is delicate and easily 
broken. Thus, an area of the wafer can remain masked and not subject to etching so that a certain degree 
of wafer rigidity is retained to facilitate handling of the wafer. 

Substantial overpressuring of the ultrathin silicon diaphragm neither results in its breaking nor causes 
hysteresis or other anelastic behavior. The nature of deflection in ultrathin diaphragms is such that strain 

30 remains low for displacements much greater than diaphragm thickness. Thus, in the case of ultrathin silicon, 
the diaphragms can be deflected many times their thickness, and allowed to completely deflect in abutment 
against the capacitor plate during overpressure. The key benefit of the use of ultrathin silicon is that the 
resulting diaphragm can be small in diameter even when designed for very low pressure ranges. The 
sensor size is in turn also small. Thus, many such sensors can be made within a batch processed silicon 

35 wafer. The high number of sensors on a single wafer is key to low unit cost. 

A pair of borosilicate glass substrates are processed by forming holes therein and metallized patterns to 
define capacitor plates, edge contact surfaces, and interconnecting conductors. In the preferred form of the 
invention, the conductor paths are formed such that connections to the miniature transducer can be effected 
from one side of the ultrathin device. The glass substrates are sandwiched to the processed silicon wafer 

40 and subjected to an electrostatic sealing process for hermetically bonding the glass substrates to the 
semiconductor wafer in a sandwiched manner. The individual diaphragms of the silicon wafer are thus 
clamped to the glass substrates. A borosilicate glass composition is utilized having the same thermal 
coefficient of linear expansion as that of silicon in an operational temperature range, but a lower coefficient 
in a sealing or bonding temperature range. The glass substrates are electrostatically sealed to the silicon 

45 wafer and allowed to cool to an operating temperature. Each ultrathin silicon diaphragm is thereby 
automatically pretensioned, partially by the suitably chosen difference in expansion between the silicon and 
glass. Special metal patterned areas on each glass substrate are effective during the electrostatic sealing 
process to confine the electrostatic field to certain areas, thereby controlling a molecular movement of 
material and also prestressing the diaphragms to a desired extent. Because the bulk of the trilevel 

so transducer structure is glass, the glass characteristics control the thermal expansion and contraction 
properties of the sandwiched structure. This is in contrast with the prior art structures identified in the 
patents noted above. 

Both glass substrates and the silicon semiconductor wafer are processed to form an array of quadrature 
unit cells. Each unit cell defines four transducer die structures which are patterned, etched and processed 
55 to maximize the wafer area. The forming of holes in the glass substrates and the metallic deposition thereof 
provides conductors from one side of the substrates to the other to allow electrical circuit connections to 
only a single side of the transducer. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Further features and advantages will become apparent from the following and more particular descrip- 
tion of the preferred and other embodiments of the invention, as illustrated in the accompanying drawings in 
s which like reference characters generally refer to the same parts or elements throughout the views, and in 
which: 

FIG. 1 is a simplified illustration of a pressure transducer having a flexible diaphragm for providing an 
output change in capacitance in response to an input change in pressure; 

FIG. 2 is a cross-sectional view of a generalized trilevel transducer structure of the clamped 
io diaphragm, capacitive displacement type; 

FIGS. 3a-3e are sectional views of a semiconductor wafer as it undergoes the various steps of 
fabrication in the formation of ultrathin diaphragms; 

FIG. 4a is an isometric view of a rimmed semiconductor wafer after processing in accordance with 
the invention; 

is FIG. 4b is a rimmed semiconductor wafer formed with epitaxial processes; 

FIG. 5 is an isometric view of a trilevel transducer constructed in accordance with the preferred 
embodiment of the invention; 

FIG. 6 is an isometric view of the various composite layers of the transducer of FIG. 5, shown in 
exploded form; 

20 FIG. 7 is a sectional view of the transducer of FIG. 5. taken along line 7-7 thereof; 

FIGS. 8 and 9 are top views of portions of the top and bottom glass substrates showing the holes 
formed therein to define the quadrature unit cells; 

FIGS. 10 and 11 are top views illustrating the metal patterns on the upper and under surfaces of the 
top glass substrate; 

25 FIGS. 12 and 13 are top views illustrating the metal patterns on the upper and under surfaces of the 

bottom glass substrate; 

FIG. 14 is a top view illustrating the detailed construction of a portion of the silicon wafer defining 
ultrathin diaphragms in a quadrature unit cell; 

FIG. 15 is a cross-sectional view of a portion of the silicon wafer of FIG. 14, showing a trenched 
30 circular area for providing a punch out section to form a hole in the wafer; 

FIG. 16 illustrates in graphical form the relationship of the coefficients of thermal expansion of the 
glass substrates and silicon wafers, in the operating and sealing temperature ranges; 

FIG. 17 illustrates a portion of the trilevel transducer structure and the ionic movement believed to 
occur during the electrostatic sealing operation; and 
35 FIG. 18 is an isometric view of a portion of the composite trilevel transducer structure, with an 

overlying apertured stencil plate for forming electrical contacts on the intermediate semiconductor wafer. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

40 

FIG. 1 illustrates a simplified diagram of a pressure transducer which is responsive to an input pressure 
P in to provide an output electrical signal designated V out . The transducer includes a device 10 having a pair 
of spaced apart conductive plates 12 and 14 defining capacitor plates, and a flexible diaphragm or 
membrane 16. The diaphragm 16 is shown deflected as it would appear in response to a fluid pressure, 

45 from a rest or quiescent position, shown in broken line. In practice, the diaphragm 16 comprises a circular 
membrane fixed or clamped around its periphery, but otherwise allowed to deflect in its interior part in 
response to the input pressure. A first capacitance C1 exists between capacitor plate 12 and diaphragm 16. 
In like manner, a second capacitance C2 exists between capacitor plate 14 and diaphragm 16. When the 
diaphragm 16 deflects in the manner shown, the capacitance C1 decreases, while the capacitance C2 

so increases, thereby generating a differential capacitance relationship. The capacitances C1 and C2 change 
inversely according to the following relationship: 
C = o x € 

where A is the area of the capacitor plates, D is the distance between the diaphragm 16 and each capacitor 
plate, and € is the dielectric constant of the insulator between the diaphragm 16 and the capacitor plates 12 
55 and 14. Because the increase in the capacitance C2 is not the same magnitude as the decrease in 
capacitor C1. as the diaphragm 16 deflects in the direction shown, the differential output capacitance of the 
device 10 is nonlinear for any change or deflection in the diaphragm 16 as a result of fluid pressure applied 
thereto. In any event, an electrical circuit 18 has inputs connected by conductors to the capacitor plates 12 
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and 14 as well as to the diaphragm 16. The circuit 18 is responsive to the change in capacitances C1 and 
C2 to provide an output voltage V ou t which, in the preferred form of the invention, comprises a voltage 
having a linear relationship with the pressure P|„. The circuit techniques employed to achieve a linear 
characteristic between the output voltage of the circuit 18 and the pressure input of the transducer device 

5 10. and the independency of the output based upon stray or parasitic capacitance and circuit components, 
are described in detail in copending U.S. Patent Application entitled "Precision Transducer Circuit and 
Linearization Method", bearing Serial No. .filed concurrently herewith, and assigned Attorney Docket 
Number IIDI B-27542. The disclosure of such application is incorporated herein by reference. As can be 
appreciated, the transducer of FIG. 1 may be employed in a variety of applications in which pressures are 

10 to be converted into corresponding output voltages or currents. As such, the voltage V out of the transducer 
can be utilized as feedback in a system to control the pressure and thereby form a closed loop circuit, or to 
control other apparatus or parameters. 

FIG. 2 illustrates in more detail the trilevel transducer device 10 of the invention. The flexible diaphragm 
16 comprises an ultrathin silicon membrane fabricated as part of a peripheral silicon support structure 20. 

J5 Importantly, the silicon membrane 16 is pretensioned in a special manner described below, primarily to 
prevent buckling. The silicon support structure 20 is hermetically sealed at opposing micromachined 
surfaces between insulator substrates 22 and 24 which, in the preferred embodiment of the invention, 
comprise a borosilicate type of glass. The sealing of the silicon support structure 20 essentially clamps the 
diaphragm 16 around its peripheral edge to the insulators 22 and 24. 

20 The capacitor plates 12 and 14 are formed as conductor coatings on the glass substrates 22 and 24 
which are sputtered or otherwise deposited by conventional techniques on the inner surfaces of the glass 
substrates 22 and 24. Holes 26 and 28 are formed through the glass substrates 22 and 24 to allow gases or 
liquids to apply a pressure on the diaphragm 16 and thereby deflect it toward one or the other of the 
capacitor plates 12 or 14. depending on the pressure differential. The capacitor plates 12 and 14 are 

25 connected to conductor surfaces 30 and 32 formed on the outer surfaces of the glass substrates 22 and 24. 
by way of metallized vias formed through the holes 26 and 28. Contacts are thus available for sensing the 
change in capacitance due to the deflection of the ultrathin diaphragm 16. Electrical contact to the 
membrane 16 is made by contacting the silicon material 20. The silicon material 20 is insulated from the 
capacitor plates 12 and 14 by the glass substrates 22 and 24 which exhibit a very high dielectric or 

30 resistance. Conductors 34. 36 and 38 can be connected to the circuit 18 for sensing changes in the 
capacitance C1 and C2 and converting the same into corresponding output electrical voltages. The details 
of the specific construction of the transducer device 10 will be described below in terms of an exemplary 
device having contacts provided on only one side of the device, thereby facilitating fabrication and 
connection thereof to the circuit 18. 

35 In accordance with an important feature of the invention, the transducer diaphragm 16 is fabricated as 
an ultrathin silicon membrane to provide increased sensitivity. With such a construction, the diaphragm 16 
can be made much smaller than semiconductor diaphragms heretofore fabricated, and made with less unit 
to unit variation. As a result, for a given sensitivity, the transducer diaphragm 16 can be constructed with a 
diameter substantially smaller than other silicon diaphragms heretofore known in the art. For example, a 

40 diaphragm 16 constructed in accordance with the invention, having a diameter of about 200 mils or less, 
and with a given thickness on the order of only several microns, can provide a sensitivity equivalent to a 
much larger diameter diaphragms constructed according to the techniques taught in the prior art. 

According to a significant aspect of the invention, the silicon membrane 16 can be fabricated integral 
with the surrounding peripheral structure 20, and can be micromachined to independently form a desired 

45 thickness of the membrane 16 as well as form a gap or setback of a desired dimension between the 
diaphragm 16 and the capacitor plates 14. By achieving independent control over the capacitor gap and the 
diaphragm thickness, such parameters can be separately selected to optimize the linearity of transducer 
device 10. It should be realized that such a diaphragm thickness is about 1/10 that of paper. Also as a result 
of unique etching steps of the invention, the diaphragm 16 can be formed to a uniform thickness as thin as 

so a few microns. The opposing surfaces 42 and 44 of the silicon material 20 can be micromachined to an 
extremely smooth or specular finish to provide an excellent electrostatic bond to the glass substrates 22 
and 24. 

The silicon diaphragm membrane 16 incurs substantially no hysteresis when overpressured, primarily 
because of the extraordinary elastic properties of silicon. The membrane 16 is not stretched or damaged 
55 when overpressured because of its close proximity to the conductive capacitor plates 12 and 14, in which 
event the membrane 16 contacts one or the other of the plates, and additional membrane deflection is 
prevented. This is accomplished by the narrow gap between the diaphragm membrane 16 and the capacitor 
plates 12 and 14. The near ideal elastic properties and high strength of silicon, combined with the noted 
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overpressure protection, provide a highly reliable diaphragm operable in extreme and unpredictable 
environmental pressure conditions. 

FIGS. 3a-3e illustrate one technique for processing a semiconductor wafer to efficiently form a large 
number of ultrathin membranes. As a result, a large number of transducer silicon diaphragms are fabricated 

s simultaneously on a single silicon semiconductor wafer 20. The wafer 20 comprises suitably doped single 
crystal silicon and is of conventional quality and of a suitable diameter, e.g. three, four, five or six inch. 
While other semiconductor or other materials may be utilized in constructing transducer diaphragms 
according to the invention, it has been found that single crystal silicon provides excellent properties for 
functioning as diaphragms in capacitor displacement type of transducers. The silicon wafer 20 is preferably 

10 of the {100} crystallographic orientation. Such a wafer type is preferable as it is readily available in high 
quality form and is relatively inexpensive. Preferably, the entire wafer 20 should deviate from a given 
thickness no more than a few microns to provide highly parallel opposing surfaces. A silicon wafer 20 
having a very uniform thickness provides corresponding uniform thickness diaphragms, irrespective of the 
location on the wafer at which the diaphragms are formed. It can be appreciated that when forming very thin 

T5 diaphragms of a few microns thickness, a deviation of a micron can result in diaphragms which exhibit 
vastly different responses to a given pressure, thus reducing wafer yield. 

As shown in the exemplary processing of FIG. 3a, the silicon wafer 20 is processed in an oxidizing 
environment, in which a layer 48 of silicon dioxide (SiOa) is thermally grown over both surfaces of the wafer 
20. The wafer 20 is subjected to a silicon oxidizing ambient for a period of time sufficient to grow several 

20 thousand angstroms of a thick insulating silicon dioxide 48. As will be described in more detail below, the 
silicon dioxide layer 48 functions as an etch mask when etching the wafer to form the diaphragms. The 
deep etch required to reach the desired diaphragm thickness comprises a special class of alkaline etchants 
which do not degrade the silicon dioxide mask. Also, while silicon dioxide is utilized in the preferred 
embodiment, other etch mask materials, such as silicon nitride, can be used. Equipment for providing 

25 double-sided processing of semiconductor wafers is well known in the art, and need not be identified or 
further described herein. 

With reference now to FIG. 3b, the processed wafer 20 is covered with a photoresist layer 50 for use in 
patterning the silicon dioxide 48. Preferably, a dry film photoresist 50 provides adequate definition for 
defining openings within the silicon dioxide 48 for forming the diaphragms in the wafer 20. For miniature 

30 transducers, the diameters of the diaphragms can be 200 mils or even smaller. Other silicon features 
described below, such as punch-out trenches or depressions, can be formed by appropriate masking and 
patterning of the silicon dioxide. While not shown, the photoresist film 50 is masked and exposed to 
ultraviolet light to develop the photoresist material to define a plurality of circular openings. Thereafter, the 
unmasked portion of the photoresist material is developed or removed, thereby leaving circular openings. 

35 such as 52. The diameter of the openings 52 essentially define the diameter of the transducer diaphragms 
of the invention. 

The processed wafer 20 is then immersed in a buffered hydrofluoric (HF) acid for removing the silicon 
dioxide 48 which is exposed as a result of the patterning of the photoresist layer 50. HF is effective in 
removing the silicon dioxide 48, without substantially affecting the underlying single crystal silicon material 
40 20. The processed wafer 20 is left in the HF solution no longer than necessary to remove the exposed 
material of the thin layer of silicon dioxide 48. The photoresist film 50 is then removed by conventional 
techniques. 

FIG. 3c illustrates the structure of the processed wafer 20 after the silicon dioxide layer 48 has been 
patterned by the foregoing, and after subsequent etching or micromachining to define the desired setback 

45 or gap within the silicon material 20. FIG. 3d is a^much enlarged portion of the processed wafer of FIG. 3d, 
illustrating the setback 54 resulting from the silicon material removed in the patterned silicon dioxide areas. 
The vertical dimension of the sidewall 54 defines a capacitor gap dimension and the desired space for 
accommodating the deflection of the diaphragm. The diaphragm deflection of the invention depends 
somewhat upon the diameter of the diaphragm, but such deflection may be only on the order of several 

so microns. 

Any nascent and/or residual silicon dioxide is removed in the patterned silicon openings by a potassium 
hydroxide etchant applied for a brief period of time. This chemical etch is effective in removing any 
unwanted silicon dioxide and uniformly etching down to the exposed silicon 20. without substantially 
destroying or otherwise affecting the thick silicon dioxide mask 48. Then, a tetramethyl ammonium 
55 hydroxide (TMAH) etchant is utilized in accordance with the preferred etchant of the invention to remove the 
silicon and define the setback or gap 54. Other hydroxide etches in the quaternary ammonium hydroxide 
family can be utilized with equal effectiveness to etch the silicon material. Importantly, and in contrast with 
acid etches, the TMAH can be closely controlled and results in a uniform removal of the silicon material, 



7 




unlike acid etches which generally result in nonuniform silicon removal at the boundaries of the silicon 
crystal planes. Etching silicon with acid-type etches or other alkalis often results in an orange peel surface 
which does not readily provide intimate contact with glass, as is required in high quality electrostatic 
sealing. 

5 It is important, however, to maintain accurate control over the , thickness or depth of the gap 54. The 
depth of the gap 54 can be carefully controlled by the timing of the TMAH etch which removes a 
predefined thickness of silicon for a given period of time. Hence, the processed silicon wafer 48 can be 
immersed in the TMAH bath at a known temperature and for a predefined period of time to attain a desired 
gap depth 54. In addition, the TMAH etch leaves a very smooth micromachined silicon surface, specular in 

w nature, unlike the orange peel or irregular surfaces left by the etchants noted above. It is important to note 
that this finely micromachined surface, although deep etched, is electrostatically sealable to glass, in 
contrast with deep etched surfaces carried out with etchants such as KOH, NaOH, LiOH, RbOH, CsOH. etc. 
The capacitor gap dimension 54 is etched to a predefined depth to achieve a desired gap to diaphragm 
thickness ratio. For a given diaphragm diameter, prestrain and desired full scale pressure, there exists a 

T5 diaphragm thickness and dielectric gap depth combination that provides the optimum compromise between 
output sensitivity and linearity. 

Subsequent to the process steps leading up to the structure of FIG. 3c. the processed silicon wafer 20 
is then washed in a buffered HF solution a short period of time to remove the thick silicon dioxide mask 48 
on both sides of the silicon 20. Importantly, all of the silicon dioxide 48 is removed, with the exception of 

20 that which is situated around the peripheral edge of the wafer, such as shown in FIG. 3e. The annular rings 
56 of silicon dioxide 48 remaining around the opposing surfaces adjacent the peripheral edge of the wafer 
20 prevent a rim of silicon material from being etched so that the wafer 20 is not further thinned around the 
edge. This is highly important in providing rigidity to the wafer so that it can be safely handled during 
processing. It can be appreciated that silicon wafers which are processed and micromachined to very thin 

25 dimensions are easily broken or torn when handled. Indeed, were it not for the original thickness of the 
annular ring 58 surrounding the wafer 20, the handling would likely result in tearing or damaging of the 
delicate wafer, thereby destroying the diaphragms and rendering the wafer unusable. 

Continuing with the silicon processing steps shown in FIG. 3e, and shortly after carrying out a residual 
oxide removal with KOH, the silicon wafer 20 is again subjected to a TMAH chemical etch before any 

30 nascent oxide deposits form on the surface of the virgin silicon. This is important as any silicon dioxide 
deposits which develop can easily mask the etching of the silicon by the TMAH solution. The second silicon 
etch is conducted for a period of time sufficient to thin the diaphragm surfaces 60 to achieve a desired 
diaphragm thickness. Uniform diaphragm thicknesses of two-three microns, and even thinner, can be 
achieved by the noted etching process. All other exposed surfaces of the silicon wafer, except the masked 

35 peripheral rim 56, are thinned to the same extent. Because the TMAH etch removes the exposed silicon 
material uniformly, the depth of the capacitor gap 54 previously formed during the first etch is substantially 
unaffected. Hence, the process by which the gap 54 is formed is independent of the process by which the 
thickness of the diaphragms are formed. A completed diaphragm is shown as reference character 16. As 
noted above, diaphragms of uniform thickness can be constructed throughout the entire area of the silicon 

40 wafer 20 during the second etch step. Also, as noted above, the uniformity of the thickness of each 
diaphragm is dependent, in a large part, on the uniformity of thickness of the original silicon wafer 20. 

While the foregoing sequence of steps illustrate double sided wafer processing, those skilled in the art 
may find single sided processing provides certain advantages. In such event, the features and advantages 
of the foregoing process steps may yet be realized to achieve ultrathin diaphragms and small gaps which 

45 are fabricated independently of the diaphragm thickness, and other technical advantages. 

An important feature of the invention resulting from the TMAH etch is the smooth surface 64 which 
surrounds each diaphragm 16. The chemical etching of the silicon wafer 20 micromachines the surfaces 64 
to provide a highly smooth surface. Such a uniform and smooth surface is extremely important when the 
glass substrate layers 22 and 24 (FIG. 2) are electrostatically bonded to the silicon surfaces 64. After the 

so silicon wafer 20 has been etched the second time to define the thickness of the diaphragms 16. the silicon 
dioxide annular rings 56 may be removed by an appropriate etch, although it is not absolutely essential that 
the silicon dioxide rings be removed. 

The foregoing sets forth the major steps in processing the silicon wafer 20 to simultaneously form a 
number of uniform ultrathin diaphragms 16 having predetermined recesses or setbacks 54 and highly 

55 polished bonding surfaces 64. 

An alternative method of providing a thin wafer with an annular handling rim is shown in FIG. 4b. A 
semiconductor wafer 57 doped with an impurity is selected so as to exhibit either p-type or n-type behavior. 
Then, an epitaxial layer 59 of the opposite conductivity type is grown on one wafer face so as to form a p-n 
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junction therebetween. Preferably, with a p-type semiconductor wafer 57 and an n-type epitaxial layer 59, 
electroetching thereof is facilitated. The epitaxial layer thickness should be greater than or equal to the final 
desired silicon thickness (i.e. diaphragm thickness plus about twice the gap depth). Both surfaces of the 
bilayer wafer are oxidized to form a silicon dioxide layer. The bilayer wafer is then patterned and etched so 
that all the oxide is removed on the epitaxial surface, and all the oxide, except for an annular rim 61. is 
removed on the semiconductor wafer surface. The epitaxial side for the bilayer wafer is then covered with a 
layer of a metal passive to alkalis, such as zichronium. hafnium or titanium, such as by any conventional 
metal deposition process. The handling rim 61 is protected by the oxide on the semiconductor wafer 
surface. Then, an electroetch system is used that will stop etching at the p-n junction so as to remove all 
the semiconductor wafer material 57, except the epitaxial layer 59 and the rim 61, as shown in FIG. 4b. The 
alkali passive metal serves as an electrode during the electroetch process, in which a voltage is applied 
between the metal surface and the etchant. An etchant, such as TMAH, can be utilized in the electroetch 
process so that only the unmasked p-type semiconductor wafer material 57 is removed, without removing 
any of the n-type material or the metal on the epitaxial layer 59. The TMAH leaves the epitaxial surface 59 
very smooth and well adapted for electrostatic sealing. The alkali metal can then be removed, thus resulting 
in a rimmed epitaxial wafer. 

Then, after stripping all metals and oxides, the epitaxial layer 59 may again be oxidized, masked, etc. in 
the manner described above in connection with the non-epitaxial version so as to form the gaps and 
diaphragms 63. In the non-epitaxial version of FIG. 4a. the final uniformity of thickness across a wafer 20 
depends upon the starting wafer thickness uniformity. Whereas, in the epitaxial version of FIG. 4b, the final 
uniformity depends upon the uniformity of epitaxial growth 59. Epitaxial growth thickness over a wafer face 
is typically extremely uniform and accomplished at reasonable cost. The foregoing process can be 
employed to fabricate rimmed epitaxial wafers. Epitaxial wafers of highly uniform thickness can also be 
formed without support rims by eliminating the rim mask step. As yet another alternative for fabricating a p- 
n bilayer wafer, a p-type semiconductor wafer can be used as a starting material. Thus, an n-type impurity 
can be diffused into one face of the semiconductor wafer to form a bilayer wafer. 

As noted in FIG. 4b, the rim 61 can be formed on a single side of the epitaxial layer 59. The bottom 
surface of the epitaxial layer 59 is thereby flat. This construction is well adapted for assembly operations, in 
that the bottom glass substrate 65 can be fabricated with a diameter similar to that of the epitaxial layer 59. 
As will be described more thoroughly below, the glass substrate 65 can be adhered to the rimmed epitaxial 
layer 59 to provide additional rigidity for handling. Also, because the glass is substantially thicker than the 
epitaxial layer 59, by a large factor, i.e., 60 or so, there is less likelihood that the epitaxial layer 59 will incur 
damage when personnel place the thick glass substrate 65 against the unrimmed surface of the layer 59. 
Hence, in assembling the rimmed epitaxial layer 59 for electrostatic sealing, the bottom glass substrate 65 
is first adhered to the layer 59, and then a smaller diameter top glass substrate (not shown) is placed within 
the rim 61 against the top surface of the epitaxial layer 59. 

Substantially more transducers can be constructed with larger diameter wafers and thus it is imperative 
to provide a mechanism which reduces the probability of wafer damage due to handling. Accordingly, by 
providing a rigid structure around the peripheral edge of the wafer, the damage to the etched internal area 
thereof is much less likely, whereupon process yield is facilitated. By providing such a rigid annular 
structure, the processing of six inch silicon wafers is also made possible. It is to be understood that while 
the annular edge of the wafer can be masked to prevent removal thereof, other and different patterns may 
be masked to provide additional support structure to the wafer. The annular area of the silicon dioxide 48 of 
FIG. 4a can be masked by the noted resist film so that the underlying silicon dioxide is not removed by the 
HF bath which removes the silicon dioxide material radially inwardly from the annular rings 56. 

In addition to mechanical support for ease of handling, the rim can be used in an alternative or 
supplemental methods for the control of silicon diaphragm prestrain. Because the rim's thermal mass is so 
much larger than that of the remaining inner thin portion of the wafer 20. there is a thermal isolation 
between the rim and the composite wafer sandwich during sealing. Thus, a temperature difference between 
the rim and the composite wafer can be established and maintained before and during the sealing process. 
Such a temperature difference can be used in place of or in conjunction with the mismatch in thermo- 
expansion between the silicon and the glass to create the desired level of prestrain during the sealing 
process. 

Wafer heating apparatus suitable for heating the wafer rim comprises a pair of fiat plates equipped with 
internal resistance heaters. The semiconductor wafer can be sandwiched within the heater plates so that the 
rim. which is thicker than the interior diaphragm area of the wafer, is heated to an extent greater than such 
interior part. It can be seen that with only the wafer rim making contact with the hot plates, such outer 
annular area is heated more than .the interior part, thereby expanding to a greater extent. 
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An alternative method or mechanism of creating prestrain is to use a rimmed silicon wafer with a glass 
rim electrostatically sealed to the silicon rim. If the glass silicon thermo-expansion are chosen to give a 
diaphragm tension stress, this gives an independent way of setting the initial stress prior to sealing. 

Having described the wafer fabrication steps for forming the ultrathin silicon diaphragms 16 (FIG. 4a), 

5 the process steps are next described below for forming the top glass substrate 22 and the bottom glass 
substrate 24 of the trilevel transducer structure of the invention. Glass is selected as a material for the top 
and bottom support structures because of its ideal bonding and insulating characteristics. First glass is 
selected because of its excellent electrical insulating capabilities in the sensor operating temperature range, 
and that its surface provides good adherence on which conductive metals can be sputtered for forming the 

10 capacitor plates, as well as conductive pathways. In addition, glass can be micromachined to provide holes 
therein by several alternative processes including etching and to provide other features by etching and 
masking procedures. Glass materials are also available for providing an irreversible electrostatic bond and 
hermetic seal to silicon. Importantly, by the proper selection of a glass material's composition, a thermal 
coefficient of expansion can be achieved which is very close to that of silicon in a useful operating 

75 temperature range for present transducers, thereby reducing thermally induced deformation of the sensor 
during typical operation. This is a problem well known in the art but not overcome before the present 
invention by manufacturing techniques which are cost effective. 

While there may be a number of glass materials well adapted for use with the invention, it has been 
found that a mobile oxygen containing borosilicate glass exhibits inherent properties which maximize the 

20 foregoing desirable characteristics. An example of a suitable glass is characterized by a composition shown 
in the following table. 



TABLE 



Glass substrate composition 
by percent weight | 


Si0 2 


80.38 


B 2 0 3 


13.03 


AL2O3 


2.01 


Na 2 03 


3.81 


Sb 2 0 3 


0.51 


AS2O3 


0.26 



In addition, and as will be described in more detail below, certain highly advantageous properties of such a 
glass are that it exhibits a thermal coefficient of expansion lower than that single crystal silicon at an 
electrostatic sealing temperature, thereby imparting a tensional prestrain to the diaphragms when the 
sealing temperature of the trilevel structure is allowed to return to room or operating temperatures. Because 
the bulk of the trilevel transducer structure comprises glass, the thermal expansion of the composite 
structure is primarily controlled by the thermal characteristics of the glass substrates 22 and 24. As noted 
above, this contrasts with the prior art structures. 

Therefore, and in accordance with an important feature of the invention, it is desirable to select a glass 
as two layers of the trilevel structure, with thermal expansion capabilities which are very closely matched 
with that of silicon over the desired operating temperature range of the transducers. For temperatures 
thereabove, such as in the range for electrostatically sealing the glass to the silicon, the glass expansion is 
preferably below that of silicon so that there will be a final tension created in the diaphragms during cooling 
to temperatures in the operating range of the device. This can be realized by selecting the transducer 
materials such that the silicon material shrinks more than the glass material when the trilevel structure is 
allowed to return from a selected sealing temperature to the operating temperature, such that the silicon 
diaphragms are left with the desired tension. 

Such a pretensioned diaphragm is highly desirable to prevent buckling thereof which can result in a null 
position uncertainty (deadband) which manifests itself as an offset instability. It can be appreciated that if a 
thermal mismatch exists between the selected glass material and the silicon over the operating temperature 
range of the transducer device, the structure will be subject to changing stresses which are transmitted to 
the diaphragm, changing the span or output sensitivity to pressure of the transducer. 

In accordance with another aspect of the invention, the various dimensions of the glass layers 22 and 
24 are selected such that when fabricated as composite transducer unit with the silicon diaphragm structure 
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20, certain of the glass properties predominate. For example, even though silicon is stiffer than glass by a 
factor of about three, by utilizing glass substrates much thicker than the silicon, the glass elastic and 
thermal properties will dominate. In the preferred form of the invention, a total glass thickness of 40-60 mils 
is utilized in a composite sandwiched structure with the silicon having an exemplary thickness in the range 
6 of one mil. 

Once a glass material is selected in accordance with one or more of the foregoing considerations, it is 
processed by way of techniques which are generally well known in the semiconductor fabrication field. 
Depending upon the diameter of the silicon wafer 20 utilized in forming a number of diaphragm structures, a 
pair of glass substrates 22 and 24 are selected having the same general diametric dimensions, except for 

?o thickness. The diameter of the glass substrates 22 and 24 is such that they fit within the support rim of the 
silicon wafer 20. Preferably, a mobile oxygen ion containing borosilicate glass of the noted construction is 
utilized, having a wafer thickness between 40 and 60 mils. As can be appreciated, the mass of such glass is 
substantially more than that of the silicon material which, at its widest thickness after processing, is, in the 
example, about 25 microns thick. Hence, the stiffness or elasticity of the glass material predominates over 

75 that of the sandwiched silicon material 20. 

Before describing the details of the fabrication and assembly of the miniature transducer of the 
invention, reference is first made to FIGS. 5-7 where a completed structure is shown. FIG. 5 illustrates a 
much enlarged trilevel transducer formed from a die 72 of an array of other similar structures. In practice, 
the miniature transducers 72 are constructed with a square glass-semiconductor-glass trilevel structure of 

20 about 300 mils by 300 mils. A top glass substrate 22 is electrostatically bonded to a silicon diaphragm 
structure 20, as is a bottom glass substrate 24. The ultrathin diaphragm 16 is thereby hermetically sealed 
and pretensioned with respect to the top and bottom glass substrates 22 and 24. As noted above, the 
silicon structure 20 is etched a first time to provide a gap 54. and a second time to define the thickness of 
the diaphragm 16 as well as a finely micromachined upper and lower silicon body surfaces, such as 64. 

25 This facilitates a high quality electrostatic seal between the glass substrates 22 and 24 and the semiconduc- 
tor structure 20 sandwiched therebetween. 

The top and bottom glass substrates 22 and 24 each have a small hole 26 and 28 formed therein for 
allowing external ambient fluid pressure be transmitted to the ultrathin silicon diaphragm 16. The holes 26 
and 28 are formed in the respective glass substrates at a diameter of about 20-25 mils. Such holes have 

30 been formed in the glass substrates by pressure abrasive, water jet or chemical milling techniques. The 
diameter by which such holes 26 and 28 are formed is related to the thickness of the glass substrates, such 
that subsequent processing can be utilized to form a conductive metal coating through the holes. 

An array of transducer die 72 are simultaneously fabricated with glass substrates and semiconductor 
wafer materials. Indeed, a quadrature unit cell, comprising four corresponding transducer die 72 is repeated 

3s as an array of unit cells over the surfaces of the glass and silicon material. Shown in FIG. 8 is a quadrature 
cell structure with holes formed in the top glass substrate 22. Particularly, the top glass substrate 22 of 
transducer die 72 is formed in the iower left corner of the quadrature unit ceils, with the other three similarly 
constructed transducer die 90-94 formed in the other three quadrants of the cell. FIG. 9 illustrates a bottom 
glass substrate 24 having a quadrature unit cell with the transducer die 72 again located in a Idwer left 

40 corner thereof. Other corresponding and similarly constructed transducer die 90-94 are formed in the other 
three neighboring quadrants of the bottom glass substrate 24. Identical quadrature cell structures are 
formed in identical manners as an array on both the top and bottom glass substrates 22 and 24. As a result, 
when processing 4-inch glass structures, approximately 97 transducer die can be fabricated as compared 
with about 57 such structures when employing 3-inch diameter glass and silicon semiconductor wafers. 

45 Higher yields can be obtained by processing 6-inch silicon wafers, preferably with the noted support rim. 

Returning to FIGS. 5-7, the holes 26 and 28 are formed in the corresponding glass substrates 22 and 
24 by the noted water jet. abrasive or etching techniques. Preferably, abrasive boring techniques are 
utilized to efficiently and quickly form a small uniform hole 20-25 mils diameter, without crazing or chipping 
the glass substrate. In addition, the abrasive technique produces a non-vertical hole that facilitates 

so subsequent metal step coverage. In order to fabricate a transducer die 72 having contacts available from 
one side thereof, the top glass substrate 22 includes opposing circular cutouts at comers 104 and 106 for 
exposing corresponding contacts 108 and 110 formed at the corners of the silicon, semiconductor material 
wafer 20. As noted in FIG. 8, the holes in the opposing corners of the die of the top glass substrate 22 are 
formed with an adequate diameter for accessing electrical contacts on the silicon wafer 20. As can be 

55 appreciated, the formation of a single hole in the top glass substrate 22 provides curved quarter corners for 
a corresponding four die formed simultaneously in the top glass substrate 22. Similar sized holes 112 and 
114 provide curved cutouts for die 90. 92 and 94. and other partially shown die of the quadrature unit cell 
shown in FIG. 8. The top glass .substrate 22 further includes a larger circular cutout T16 which provides 
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access to a contact 162 on the bottom glass substrate 24. The cutout 116 is formed as a 150 mil diameter 
hole in the top glass substrate 22, which serves as large quarter cutouts for other neighboring die of other 
quadrature unit cells. 

In completing the fabrication of holes in the glass substrate 22 and 24, a smaller circular cutout 118 is 
5 formed in the bottom glass substrate 24 which serves as a mechanism for allowing the sputtering of a 
conductive metal therethrough to provide a conductor from the upper side of the bottom glass substrate 24 
to the under side thereof. As noted in FIG. 9, a small diameter hole is formed at the corner of four die so 
that when plated through, a conductive via is simultaneously provided to four neighboring die. Correspond- 
ing holes 120-124 are formed at the corners of the die locations 90-94 of the quadrature unit cell shown in 
io FIG. 9. 

Next, the top glass substrate 22 and the bottom glass substrate 24 are prepared for metal deposition to 
provide the capacitor plates as well as interconnecting conductive paths. In addition, and to be described in 
more detail below, various other paths are provided for use in achieving a high quality electrostatic seal, as 
well as pretension of the silicon diaphragms. In forming the metallized paths, a conductive metal, such as 

75 aluminum or chromium-gold, or other suitable material, is sputtered over both upper and under surfaces 
and sides of the glass substrates 22 and 24. It can be appreciated that the inside surfaces of each of the 
holes is thereby covered with a conductive material. The conductive metal is sputtered to a thickness of 
several thousand angstroms, or other suitable depth, to achieve a low resistance electrical path, and yet 
maintain good step coverage. After forming a conductive coating on the surfaces and edges of the glass 

20 substrates 22 and 24, each side is covered with a dry film photoresist. Such a photoresist is advantageous 
in the patterning of the glass wafers, as such resist bridges over the metallized holes so that a subsequent 
etching step does not remove the metal at the conductive via locations. 

FIG. 10 illustrates the top glass substrate 22 with a conductive capacitor plate 12 formed centrally in die 
72 of the unit cell. FIG. 10 is a view of the top glass substrate 22, as viewed from above. For reasons of 

25 clarity, the metallized pattern on the upper surface of the top glass substrate 22 is not shown in FIG. 10. 
Significantly, the capacitor plate 12 is formed in electrical continuity with the conductive material in the 
central hole 26. Die 90-94 of the quadrature cell have corresponding conductive capacitor plates 132-136 
formed in association therewith. Also, FIG. 10 illustrates the patterned metallized areas after appropriate 
photolithographic processing has been carried out on the dry film resist and subsequent etching of the 

30 sputtered metal. 

FIG. 1 1 illustrates the metallized pattern on the upper surface of the top glass substrate 22, subsequent 
to patterning thereof with a dry film resist to achieve the noted pattern. It should be understood that the 
masking, patterning and etching of the metal on both surfaces of the top glass substrate 22 can be carried 
out at the same time and with the same steps. i.e., as simultaneous double-sided operations. Transducer 
35 die 72 includes a top land area 30 connected by a conductive path 140 to a die comer contact 142. As can 
be appreciated, a large square central cell contact pad 144 serves as four corner contacts for the 
corresponding die of the quadrature unit cell. With such a construction, the comer contact 142 is connected 
by way of the conductive via 26 to the capacitor plate 12 formed on the underside of the top glass substrate 
22. 

40 Also noted in FIG. 11 are additional conductive paths such as 150 and 152 which provide an important 
function during the electrostatic sealing of the top glass substrate 22 to the silicon wafer 20. and the bottom 
glass substrate 24 to form a composite unitary transducer structure. Other conductive paths such as 151 
and 153 form conductive boundaries utilized during sealing to maintain the silicon and capacitor plates at 
the same potential. While not shown, the conductive paths 150 and 152 are connected together and 

45 extended to the peripheral edge of the top glass substrate 22 for connection to a source of high voltage 
utilized in achieving the electrostatic seal. The C-shaped conductive paths, such as 154. substantially 
encircle a capacitor plate and underlying silicon diaphragm area to facilitate the noted electrostatic seal, as 
well as the pretensioning of the ultrathin silicon diaphragm 16. Such a sealing process will be described in 
more detail below. 

so FIG. 12 depicts the patterning on the upper surface of the bottom glass substrate 24 for forming the 
capacitor plates, as well as other conductive land areas. The circular shaped conductive area 14 defines the 
capacitor plate associated with die 72. The capacitor plate 14 is electrically connected to the conductive 
material coating the small via 28. Also associated with die 72 is a conductive corner land area 162, a 
quarter of which will form a top side contact for the capacitor plate 14 of the trilevel transducer die 72. A 

55 conductive path (not shown in FIG. 12) formed on the under side of the bottom glass substrate 24 provides 
the interconnection between the capacitor plate 14 and the contact surface 162. 

FIG. 13 illustrates the metallized pattern on the under surface of the bottom glass substrate 24, with the 
metallized pattern on the upper surface thereof not shown for clarity. The view is shown as viewed from the 
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top of the bottom glass substrate 24. Again, a quadrature unit cell of die 72, 90-94 are shown as part of an 
array of other similar cells formed on the bottom glass substrate 24. Focusing on die location 72 of the cell, 
there is shown a circular metallized land area 32 which is connected to the capacitor plate 14 (FIG. 12) by 
way of the conductive via 28. The metallized land area 32 is connected by a conductor path 166 to a 

5 metallized die corner land area 168 which is electrically connected to the contact land area 162 (FIG. 12) by 
way of the conductive via 118. In this manner, a contact is provided on the top surface of the bottom glass 
substrate 24, without forming conductive paths on the upper surface which would otherwise provide a short 
circuit to the silicon wafer 20. Similar contact structures are provided with the other die formed within the 
quadrature unit cell. As can be appreciated, when the composite tritevel transducer structure is cut or 

ro sawed along the broken lines bordering each die of the quadrature cells, the contact structure 168 is 
quartered, thereby providing the only conductive connection between the upper and under surfaces of the 
bottom glass substrate 24. The contact is shown in FIG. 5 as a top side contact 162 for the transducer 72. 

A grid of other connecting conductive paths 170 and 171 is also shown in FIG. 13 for achieving an 
electrostatic seal around the diaphragm areas of the silicon semiconductor wafer 20 to the glass substrates. 

15 The sealing grids 170 and 171 are connected together and connected to each C-shaped ring 173 formed on 
the bottom glass substrate 24. Each C-shaped ring 173 at least partially encircles a silicon wafer diaphragm 
16. When the top and bottom glass substrates 22 and 24 are registered or aligned with the silicon wafer 20 
sandwiched therebetween, the top C-shaped ring 154 (FIG. 11) and the bottom C-shaped ring 173 encircle 
the diaphragm 16 of die 72. All other wafer diaphragms are similarly encircled with corresponding top and 

20 bottom glass substrate C-shaped sealing rings. This is essential to the electrostatic sealing and diaphragm 
tensioning, the details of which are described below. It can be seen that each C-shaped ring 154 and 173 
has a break therein for allowing conductor access to metallized land areas 30 and 32. However, the break in 
the respective top and bottom C-shaped rings are not vertically aligned, but rather are offset, in the 
preferred embodiment about 180*. to accommodate other conductor paths on the respective substrates. 

25 The conductors 170 and 171 of the grid are extended to the edge of the bottom glass substrate 24 to a 
contact pad, not shown. Such a grid structure concentrates the electrostatic lines of force from each of the 
glass substrates 22 and 24 to the intermediate silicon wafer. The lines of force between each of the upper 
and lower C-rings and semiconductor wafer surfaces form respective vertical cylinders bounding the 
associated silicon diaphragms, thereby sealing the sandwiched wafer together as a composite unit. The 

30 lines of force in the region of the gap of the ring should not be perpendicular, or there would be no seal. 
The lines of force must spread laterally to create the electrical conditions for a complete circumferential 
hermetic seal. The C-ring sealing conductors of the invention provide for a lateral spreading of the electrical 
lines of force, thereby achieving a continuous circular seal. As a result of the electrostatic bonding, 
otherwise known as anodic bonding, a seal is provided completely around each diaphragm area of the 

35 semiconductor wafer 20. Also, the sealing grid provides a boundary around each die and is believed to 
provide a relief zone for a material compression region which results in additional diaphragm tensioning. 

With reference now to FIG. 14, a quadrature unit cell portion of the semiconductor wafer 20 is shown. 
Specifically shown is diaphragm 16 associated with die 72, together with the other diaphragms associated 
with the other die of the quadrature unit cell. Associated with the die 72 is a circular frangible area 172 

40 which can be removed or punched out to thereby form a circular recess or quarter hole at a comer of the 
die 72. The frangible area 172 comprises a trench 174 formed in the surface of the silicon wafer 20 such 
that the circular area 172 can be removed. 

FIG. 15 is a much enlarged cross-sectional view of the frangible area 172. Trenches 174 and 176 are 
formed into both surfaces of the silicon wafer 20, leaving an annular frangible area 178 which can be easily 

45 broken by pushing on a central area 180. An indentation 182 can be formed in the central area 180 for 
centering a probe or pointed device in such area 180, and applying a force to break the frangible annular 
silicon area 178. The trenches 174 and 176 can be formed in substantially the same masking and etching 
steps as the diaphragm membranes 16. Alternatively, the trenches 174 and 176 can be formed separately, 
using other semiconductor etching or trench techniques. The punch out structures 184-188 (FIG. 14) 

so associated with the other die locations 90-94 are similarly constructed. Shown in FIG. 14 also are metallized 
contacts 108 and 110 for providing electrical connections to the transducer die 72. While only a single 
contact is necessary to each die, a pair of such contacts is easily made due to the quadrature nature of the 
unit cells. One reason for the redundancy (i.e. two silicon contacts per sensor where only one is needed) is 
that quadrature is needed for optimum hole sharing. Since only three contacts are required, there will be 

55 one extra contact. However, the choice of silicon contact redundancy is not arbitrary. The thermoresistance 
of the silicon and the two silicon contacts provide a useful resistive temperature sensor. Preferably, and as 
an alternative, the silicon can be implanted or diffused with an impurity in one of the contact regions of each 
sensor such that the two contacts form a p-n diode temperature sensor. Voltage-temperature characteristics 



13 



EP 0 389 071 A2 



of p-n diodes are well known, and thus by measuring the voltage across the diode, the temperature of the 
transducer can be determined. The metallized areas 108 and 110 can be formed by conventional 
metallization and patterning steps well known in the semiconductor processing art. Similar pairs of contact 
areas are provided at the diagonal comers of the other transducer die locations 90-94. 

The foregoing describes the major steps in fabricating the top glass substrate 22. the silicon 
semiconductor wafer 20. and the bottom glass substrate 24. The silicon wafer and glass substrates are then 
placed together with all similar quadrature unit cells registered. In other words, the layers are sandwiched 
together so that the top capacitor plates 12 on the under surfaces of the top glass substrate 22 are aligned 
with the corresponding ultrathin diaphragm membranes 16 formed in the silicon semiconductor wafer 20. 
The bottom capacitor plates 14 formed on the upper surface of the bottom glass substrate 24 are aligned in 
like manner with the diaphragm membranes 16. By providing index marks in predefined places on the glass 
substrates 22 and 24 and on the semiconductor wafer 20. the layers can be registered by visually aligning 
the layers together and then pressing or clamping the composite structure together when aligned. 

The trilevel structure is registered, assembled and sealed in two separate operations as described 
below. First, the silicon wafer 20 is placed on a clean flat surface (e.g. fused silica or silicon wafer). The flat 
surface contains very small vacuum ports to supply a small holding or suction force on the silicon-glass 
composite wafer 20, or If the wafer 20 and the flat surface are clean enough, the wafer 20 will adhere to the 
flat surface with enough force to keep the wafer 20 in a fixed position as the subsequent glass substrate 
aligning step is carried out. 

A very small drop of temporary adhesive is placed in a depression (not shown) on the silicon wafer 20. 
This will provide adherence to the glass substrate. One glass substrate is then placed on the silicon wafer 
20 and aligned to the silicon diaphragm edges on the facing side. The adhesive droplet preferably contacts 
the glass substrate at a place where it is open to view. The adhesive is then allowed to harden by use of 
ultraviolet light. An adhesive suitable for such use comprises an ultraviolet curing glass adhesive, commer- 
cially available from Loctite Corp.. under the trademark Crystal Clear. The bilevel composite can now be 
handled whereupon it is turned over and the above alignment process repeated with the second glass 
substrate. The resulting adhesively joined/aligned trilevel is then ready for electrostatic sealing. It should be 
noted that the minuscule adhesive droplets when properly positioned do not interfere with the subsequent 
heating and electrostatic sealing step. The adhesive droplet is positioned near the perimeter of the silicon 
wafer composite so as not to inhibit the sealing by thermal decomposition products. 

The sealing is accomplished in the following manner. The adhesively bonded trilevel structure is placed 
on an electrically insulated and uniformly heated flat plate. Electrical connections are then made to the grids 
of the two glass substrates 22 and 24 and the silicon wafer 20 as follows. The silicon wafer 20 is attached to 
the ( + ) electrical lead of a DC power supply. Two independent electrical contacts are made to the sealing 
grids of each glass substrate 22 and 24. The capacitor plate contacts at the edge of each glass substrate 
22 and 24 are connected to the negative (-) electrical power supply terminal. The geometrical form of these 
electrical paths and vias are shown in FIGS. 1 1 and 13. 

The actual bonding is carried out by heating the wafer-substrate structure and applying a high voltage, 
of a few hundred volts, between the sealing grid 150, 152 and 170. 171 of the glass substrates 22 and 24. 
with the silicon wafer 20 sandwiched therebetween. The trilevel wafer structure is maintained, aligned and 
heated in a furnace to a sealing temperature of about 300-400* C. before the application of the sealing 
voltage. The application of such voltage for a short period of time is adequate to achieve a high quality seal. 
Anodic or electrostatic bonding between glass and silicon is described in U.S. Patent Nos. 4.384.899. 
4.121.334 and 3.397,278. 

In order to impart a pretension to each of the ultrathin diaphragms formed in the silicon wafer 20, the 
coefficients of thermal expansion of the various materials are preferably selected to exhibit the relationships 
shown in FIG. 16. The horizontal axis of such graph indicates the sealing temperature in C. while the 
vertical axis indicates thermal expansion in parts per million. Line 196 illustrates the expansive and 
contractive nature of silicon at the various temperatures noted. In like manner, line 198 represents the 
expansive and contractive characteristics of the top and bottom glass substrate structures 22 and 24 which 
are electrostatically sealed to the silicon 20. In practice, it has been found that a borosilicate glass having 
the composition noted above has a thermal coefficient of linear expansion characteristic very similar to that 
of graphical line 198. As can be seen, in an operating temperature range centered around about 100 C. the 
coefficients of expansion of the silicon and the glass are essentially the same. In contrast, in a temperature 
range about 300-400* C. which is the temperature suitable for electrostatically sealing the glass to the 
silicon the thermal coefficients of expansion are different Importantly, the thermal coefficient of expansion 
of the glass is less than that of the silicon in the sealing temperature range. Therefore, during the 
electrostatic sealing process when the temperature of the composite material layers is increased and 
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allowed to return to room temperature, the silicon contracts to a greater extent than the glass to which the 
diaphragm is peripherally bonded and anchored, thereby leaving the silicon diaphragm material prestres- 
sed It should be understood that before the actual electrostatic bonding occurs, the silicon and glass layers 
are not anchored together and are free to expand according to the respective thermal coefficients of 

s expansion. Importantly, the sealing potential is applied uniformly around the silicon diaphragm 16 by the C- 
shaped conductive rings 154 on the top glass substrate 22 and the C-shaped conductive ring 173 on the 
bottom glass substrate 24. As noted, during the increase in temperature during the sealing process, the 
silicon expands to a greater extent than the glass, but at such temperature the sealing voltage is applied 
and the silicon then becomes bonded to the glass, thereby fixing the layers together. During the 

io subsequent decrease in temperature, the silicon attempts to contract to a greater extent than that of glass, 
whereby the glass substrates which are in control impart a tensile prestrain to the silicon. The particular 
degree by which the diaphragms 16 are tensioned can be achieved by choosing a sealing temperature 
associated with a specified difference in the thermal coefficient of expansion of the glass and silicon 
materials. The sealing temperatures which yield various tensions can be experimentally determined. The 

75 specific tensioning of the diaphragms can facilitate the linearization of the operation of the transducer. 

Although FIG. 16 illustrates the thermal characteristics of materials which are considered preferred to 
crS ate diaphragm tension, other materials and corresponding techniques are possible. For example, 
materials can be selected in which the thermal coefficients of expansion are not substantially different at the 
fabrication or electrostatic sealing temperature, but which are different at a temperature through which the 

20 process traverses in reaching an operating temperature. Hence, after the diaphragm and support layers are 
fixed and the composite structure is allowed to return to an operating temperature range, the diaphragm 
material undergoes more thermal contraction as does the support material, whereby the diaphragm remains 
in a tensioned state. 

The phenomenon by which the sealing of the glass to the semiconductor wafer 20 can be more easily 

25 understood by referring to FIG. 17. As noted above, the same potential, designated V + , is applied to the 
upper capacitor plate 12, the lower capacitor plate 14. and the silicon semiconductor wafer 20. The 
equipotential voltage between the capacitor plates and the ultrathin diaphragm 16 prevents the electrostatic 
forces from pulling the diaphragm 16 toward one or the other of the upper and lower capacitor plates during 
the electrostatic sealing process. In order for the glass substrates 22 and 24 to be sealed to the silicon 

30 wafer 20, the glass substrates must be maintained several hundred volts negative with respect to the silicon 
wafer 20. The sealing voltage is shown as V- which is applied to the C-shaped conductive rings 154 on the 
top glass substrate 20, as well as the C-shaped conductive paths 173 formed on the under surface of the 
bottom glass substrate 24. 

During the sealing process, it is believed that an additional mechanism comes into play for prestressing 

as the silicon diaphragm 16. During the electrostatic sealing process, in which the top C-shaped ring 154 and 
the silicon wafer 20 are maintained at a potential of about 300-400 volts, a depletion region 210 is formed in 
a narrow interface region in the glass substrate 22 near the surface of the silicon wafer 20. The depletion 
region 210 is formed by the potential difference across the glass which creates low atomic number alkali 
ions, e.g. <Li + Na+) and negative oxygen ions (0-). The alkali ions are atomically lighter in weight and 

40 faster moving than the corresponding oxygen ions, whereby the positively charged alkali ions migrate more 
quickly toward the C-shaped ring 154 which has a negative potential applied thereto. The negatively 
charged oxygen ions move at a slower rate toward the glass-silicon interface. However, the net movement 
of ions with regard to the glass-silicon interface comprises a migration of the positively charged alkali ions 
toward the C-shaped ring 154 and the motion of negatively charged oxygen ions toward the glass-silicon 

45 interface. Accordingly, the depletion region 210 is thereby formed which gives rise to an electrostatic seal 
between the top glass substrate 22 and the silicon wafer 20. In actuality, it is believed that a seal region of 
only about 2-3 atoms thick creates a bridging oxygen-silicon layer. The silicon atoms do not appreciably 
move into the glass material. The oxygen ions, however, move from the glass to the silicon/glass interface 
and form the bridging oxygen layer which irreversibly bonds the glass to the silicon. The same action 

so occurs between the silicon wafer 20 and the bottom glass substrate 24 when a negative voltage is applied 
to the C-shaped ring 173 formed on the under surface of the glass substrate 24. The electrostatic seal 
formed as a result of the depletion region 210 is also a hermetic type seal. 

The net movement of ions away from the depletion region 210 comprises a decrease in volume at the 
depletion region which causes a stress or stretch in the diaphragm 16, it being realized that the alkali ions 

55 and oxygen ions are migrating from the depletion region. The accumulation of the alkali ions in the glass 
substrates 22 and 24 between the C-shaped rings 154 and 173 comprise an area of molecular compression. 
The regions of stress and compression are shown in FIG. 17. 

During the electrostatic sealing operation at elevated temperature, all the capacitor plates 12 and 14 on 
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the top and bottom glass substrates are maintained at the same potential at all times during application of 
voltage, as is the silicon wafer 20, to prevent electrostatic forces from acting upon the diaphragms. Grid 
metal runs 151 referenced in FIG. 11 and similar runs 170 shown in FIG. 13 short circuit all the capacitors 
to a large pad at the perimeter of each glass substrate outer surface. The pads are directly opposite each 

5 other such that an alligator clip type of contact can provide the common potential Similarly, the Oshaped 
rings 154 referenced in FIG. 11 and sealing grid metal runs 150 and 152 and similar rings and runs 171 
shown in FIG. 13 short to another pair of opposing pads at the perimeter of each glass outer surface. 
Contact to the silicon wafer 20 is made at any sensor location, such as 72, 90-94, via an appropriate hole in 
the top glass substrate 22. Then, the contact to the capacitor pads and the contact to the silicon are shorted 

10 together. A second contact is made to the sealing ring pads. 

After the sealing operation is. completed, the resulting trilevel composite is aligned with a separate glass 
substrate that has been patterned with holes slightly larger and in the same position as holes 104, 106, 1 12. 
and 114 of FIG. 8. The resultant glass substrate forms a stencil for subsequent metallization and allows 
selective coating of the silicon contacts. A stencil approach is preferable due to the high probability of 

75 contaminating the silicon diaphragm. Conventional blanket coating of the trilevel structure and selective 
removal with photolithographic techniques would result in residue in the cavity formed between the 
diaphragm and the glass. Removal of any photoresist residue is almost Impossible in that access to that 
cavity, typically less than one mil thick and 200 mils diameter, is exclusively through a 20-25 mil diameter 
hole. 

20 The sealed trilevel composite and a properly aligned apertured glass stencil is then placed in an 
appropriate fixture and coated with a conductive material by evaporation or sputtering technique, to a 
thickness of about 10,000 angstroms. A stencil plate 230 is shown in FIG. 18 removed from an 
electrosealed triievel transducer structure. The stencil plate 230 is essentially a thin glass plate which has a 
pattern of apertures 232 and 234 which are spaced apart at locations coincident with the silicon wafer 

25 contact areas, such as shown by numerals 108 and 110 in FIG. 14. The stencil plate 230 is aligned on the 
top of the top glass substrate 20 such that the stencil plate hole pairs 232 and 234 are registered with the 
large holes 104 and 106 in the top glass substrate 22, as well as the desired silicon contact areas 108 and 
110. The stencil plate apertures 232 and 234 are of a diameter such that when aluminum is sputtered over 
the surface of the stencil plate 230, the silicon wafer areas 108 and 110 are metallized with the conductive 

30 metal. The other contact pairs of the other die of the silicon wafer 20 are formed simultaneously. As can be 
realized, the sputtering of the metal contacts on the silicon wafer top surface is carried out through the 
holes 104 and 106 of the top glass substrate 22. In order to form a metal contact on adjacent corners of 
neighboring die, the stencil plate 230 has two closely spaced apertures aligned with respect to each top 
glass substrate hole, 104, 106 and 112, 114. Subsequent to the metallizing process, the stencil 270 is 

35 removed and the trilevel structure is sintered at about 350* C for a sufficient time to ensure adequate ohmic 
contact of metal to silicon wafer 20. The trilevel structure is then prepared for sawing into individual die. 

An extremely small, highly sensitive pressure responsive transducer can be fabricated according to the 
foregoing steps. Indeed, transducers responsive to small pressure changes in the neighborhood of 0.0001 
inch of water can be detected. The corresponding diaphragm deflection resulting from such a small 

40 pressure change may be about ten angstroms, or about three atomic diameters. Depending on the gap and 
diaphragm thickness, full scale capacitance may range from about 8 picofarad to 40 picofarad, with a 
resolution of about 40-100 femtofarads. In detecting pressure changes of about three inches of water, a 
transducer of the invention having a gap of tens of microns can experience a full scale diaphragm deflection 
of several microns, thereby producing about 8 picofarads full scale span. 

45 While the foregoing wafer fabrication is described in terms of employing sealing grid conductors formed 
on the top and bottom glass substrates 22 and 24, the same effect can be achieved by eliminating such 
glass conductor grids, and utilizing a waffle iron-like fixture having a top and bottom rigid metal matrix which 
hinges and closes in on and compresses the top and bottom glass substrates together to sandwich the 
silicon wafer 20 therebetween. Formed on the inner surfaces of the rigid metal matrix are the C-shaped 

so sealing ridges and the associated die boundary conductor paths. With this construction, the sealing voltage 
can be applied to the metal matrix, thereby inducing the electrostatic force in the glass substrate and silicon 
wafers and achieving the electrostatic seal. 

From the foregoing, disclosed is a miniature capacitive displacement transducer structure and method 
of fabrication thereof. A technical advantage presented by the transducer is that by processing the 

55 diaphragm to a very thin membrane, the physical size of the transducer can be maintained small, while yet 
achieving a high sensitivity. Another technical advantage of the invention is that in processing the 
semiconductor wafer to form the diaphragms, a double-sided first etch and a double-sided second etch is 
carried out to form the capacitor gap independently of the thickness of the diaphragm. An associated 
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technical advantage is that by maintaining independent control over the capacitor gap and the diaphragm 
thickness, certain combinations thereof can be achieved to maintain a linear output of the capacitance for 
linear changes in the input pressure. Yet another technical advantage of the invention is that by fabricating 
the various layers in a quadrature unit cell fashion, the number of transducer structures available from a 
given size wafer is maximized. In addition, a technical advantage presented by the invention is that by 
employing double-sided processing of various substrates to obtain conductors, and by fabricating access 
holes in various upper layers of the composite structure, top side access can be obtained to all electrical 
contacts of the transducer. An additional technical advantage of the invention is that by properly selecting 
the glass and silicon materials, automatic prestressing is obtained during the electrostatic bonding process. 
An associated technical advantage is that by providing appropriate sealing grids over the surface of the 
glass structures, the compression regions arising from the volumetric changes in the glass material can be 
maintained in the various die locations, without effecting the diaphragm tension in neighboring die locations. 

While the preferred embodiment of the invention has been disclosed with reference to a specific 
transducer structure, and method of fabrication thereof, it is to be understood that many changes in detail 
may be made as a matter of engineering choices without departing from the spirit and scope of the 
invention, as defined by the appended claims. 

Claims 

1. A method for fabricating semiconductor diaphragms adapted for use in transducer apparatus, 
comprising the steps of: 

masking and patterning a thin semiconductor wafer on opposing planar sides thereof to define spaced apart 

diaphragm areas; ^ a *u 

etching the semiconductor wafer a first time to remove exposed semiconductor material to a desired depth 

to define a setback gap; 
removing the patterned mask; and 

etching the unmasked semiconductor wafer on both sides a second time to uniformly remove semiconduc- 
tor material to a depth for achieving a desired diaphragm thickness substantially independently of said 
setback gap. 

2. The method of Claim 1. further including carrying out the second etch with a quaternary ammonium 
hydroxide to thereby achieve a very smooth surface at least in areas surrounding the diaphragm areas. 

3. The method of Claim 1, further including carrying out said first etch and said second etch with 
tetramethyl ammonium hydroxide. 

4. The method of Claim 1, further including patterning and etching opposing sides of the semiconductor 
wafer to provide cross-sectionally symmetrical diaphragm structures. 

5. The method of Claim 1, further including patterning an area on the semiconductor material to prevent 
etching thereof and thereby provide rigidity so that the wafer can be handled. 

6. The method of Claim 5, further including masking an area about a peripheral edge' of the 
semiconductor material to define a rim for providing said rigidity. 

7. The method of Claim 1, further including etching a masked said wafer to define a setback dimension 
of each said diaphragm area, and then etching an unmasked said wafer to define a thickness of each 
diaphragm area without substantially affecting the setback dimension. 

8. The method of Claim 7, further including removing substantially all mask material from opposing 
sides of sad wafer for etching said unmasked wafer. 

9. A transducer having a diaphragm fabricated in accordance with the method of Claim 1. 

10. A processed wafer, comprising: 

a wafer having a plurality of first areas defining a plurality of diaphragm areas spaced about said wafer, said 
diaphragm areas being defined as recessed areas in said wafer thinned to define a diaphragm thickness, 
and a second area defining a support area surrounding each said diaphragm area and having a thickness 
greater than said diaphragm thickness, and a third area having a thickness greater than said second area 
for providing rigidity to said wafer to enhance handling thereof. 

11. The wafer of Claim 10. wherein said third area defines a support structure formed in a matrix about 
said wafer. 

12. The wafer of Claim 10, wherein said third area defines a ring around a peripheral edge of said 
wafer. 

13. The wafer of Claim 10, wherein said wafer material comprises silicon. 

14. A method for fabricating diaphragms adapted for use in transducer apparatus, comprising the steps 
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of: 

masking and patterning a wafer of material to define diaphragm areas; 

processing said wafer to form thin diaphragm areas and thicker areas peripheral to each said diaphragm 
area; and 

s masking and etching said wafer to form a rigid support area to said wafer for handling, said rigid support 
being thicker than said areas peripheral to said diaphragms to thereby provide said wafer with rigidity for 
handling purposes. 

15. The method of Claim 14, further including processing a single crystal silicon wafer. 

16. The method of Claim 15, further including masking a predefined area of said silicon material with 
70 silicon dioxide, and leaving said silicon dioxide mask on the wafer throughout the processing steps so that 

masked silicon areas are not thinned and said wafer retains a certain amount of rigidity. 

17. The method of Claim 14, further including masking a peripheral edge of said wafer to prevent 
etching to thereby provide a circumferential support to said wafer. 

18. The method of Claim 14, further including masking portions of opposing sides of said wafer to 
75 prevent removal of wafer material. 

19. A transducer fabricated in accordance with the method of Claim 14. 

20. A semiconductor wafer, comprising: 

a wafer of epitaxial semiconductor material substantially unsupported in a central region thereof by other 
material layers, said wafer having epitaxial semiconductor on opposing faces thereof and uniform thereth- 
20 rough. 

21. The semiconductor wafer of Claim 20, further including a support for enhancing rigidity of said 
wafer. 

22. The semiconductor wafer of Claim 21, wherein said support comprises single crystal non-epitaxial 
silicon material. 

25 23. The semiconductor wafer of Claim 22, wherein said epitaxial wafer is doped with a first conductivity 
type impurity, and said support is doped with a different conductivity type impurity. 

24. The semiconductor wafer of Claim 20, wherein said epitaxial wafer has formed therein a plurality of 
transducer diaphragms. 

25. The semiconductor wafer of Claim 20. wherein said epitaxial wafer has a diameter greater than 
30 about three inches. 

26. A method for forming uniform thickness semiconductor wafers, comprising the steps of: 

forming an epitaxial layer of substantially uniform thickness silicon material on a silicon substrate wafer; and 
removing the silicon substrate wafer material over a major portion of the epitaxial layer, thereby leaving said 
epitaxial silicon material. 

35 27. The method of Claim 26. further including forming a support to said epitaxial silicon material to 
enhance rigidity thereof. 

28. The method of Claim 26, further including forming said layer and said wafer of different conductivity 
type impurities. 

29. The method of Claim 28, further including electroetching said composite structure so as to 
40 selectively remove said wafer material without substantially removing said epitaxial material. 

30. The method of Claim 29, further including masking a portion of said wafer so as to be insensitive to 
said electroetch. thereby forming said support to said epitaxial material. 

31. The method of Claim 29, further including etching said wafer material with a quaternary ammonium 
hydroxide etchant 

45 32. The method of Claim 26, further including preparing said epitaxial layer for forming diaphragms 
therein, whereby said epitaxial layer is formed to a thickness of about that of a desired diaphragm thickness 
plus about twice a desired gap depth. 

33. A transducer, comprising: 
a conductive capacitor plate; 

50 a fixed support structure to which said capacitor plate is made integral; 

a semiconductor diaphragm defining a deflectable capacitor plate, spaced apart from said fixed capacitor 
plate; and 

a mechanism for maintaining said deflectable diaphragm radially tensioned to a predetermined amount. 

34. The transducer of Claim 33, wherein said support substrate maintains said semiconductor dia- 
55 phragm tensioned. 

35. The transducer of Claim 34, further including a thick semiconductor material circumscribing said 
diaphragm, and said support substrate maintains said diaphragm tensioned through said thick semiconduc- 
tor material. 
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36. The transducer of Claim 33, further including a pair of support substrates, each supporting a fixed 
capacitor plate with respect to said deflectable diaphragm. 

37. A transducer having a pretensioned diaphragm, comprising: 

a pair of thick support substrates each having a predefined thermal expansion characteristic; 
a diaphragm fabricated from a materia! having a thermal characteristic different from that of said support 
substrates and being substantially thinner than said support substrates such that the thermal expansion 
characteristics of said support substrates predominate and such that when the temperature of said 
substrates and said diaphragm is changed and then the substrates and diaphragm are sandwiched and 
fixed together and said temperature is again changed, said diaphragm remains fixed in a tensioned state. 

38. The transducer of Claim 37, wherein said support substrates comprise glass, and said diaphragm 
structure comprises a semiconductor material. 

39. The transducer of Claim 37, wherein said diaphragm structure is fixed between said support 
substrates by an electrostatic seal. 

40. The transducer of Claim 37, wherein said diaphragm structure includes a peripheral support area 
fixed to said support substrates, and a thinner flexible membrane area. 

41. A method for fabricating a pretensioned diaphragm, comprising the steps of: 

fabricating a diaphragm structure from a first type of material having a defined thermal expansion 
characteristic; 

fabricating a support structure from a different second type of material having a defined thermal expansion 
characteristic which is substantially the same as that of said first type material over an operating 
temperature range so that a tension in said diaphragm structure remains essentially unchanged when 
operating in such range but which is different from that of said first type material outside said operating 
temperature range; 

changing the temperature of said first and second types of material outside said operating temperature 
range such that each said material undergoes a different dimensional change; and 

fixing said diaphragm structure to said support structure when outside said operating temperature range and 
allowing said composite structure to return to the operating temperature range such that said diaphragm 
remains in tension. 

42. The method of Claim 41, further including changing the temperature of said first and second 
materials such that said diaphragm material contracts to a greater extent than that of said support structure. 

43. The method of Claim 41, further including heating said first material and second material such that 
said diaphragm material expands to a greater extent than that of said support material. 

44. The method of Claim 41, further including heating a silicon material and a borosilicate glass such 
that said silicon expands to an extent greater than that of said borosilicate glass, fixing said materials 
together, and allowing the materials to cool such that said silicon material contracts to a greater extent than 
that of said borosilicate glass to thereby allow said silicon to remain in tension after said cooling. 

45. A transducer structure, comprising: 
a top insulator substrate; 

a capacitor plate; 

a bottom insulator substrate; 

the semiconductor wafer having a diaphragm, said wafer being electrostatically bonded between said top 
and bottom insulator substrates; and 

a conductive sealing grid network adjacent a top surface of said top substrate and a conductive sealing grid 
network adjacent a bottom side of said bottom insulator substrate such that a voltage can be applied under 
predefined temperature conditions to both said sealing grid networks to effect an electrostatic seal on 
opposing wafer surfaces and ctrcumfererrtially around said diaphragm. 

46. The transducer structure of Claim 45. wherein said conductive sealing grid comprises paths which 
are circular in shape with an inside diameter generally larger than a diameter of said diaphragms. 

47. The transducer structure of Claim 45. wherein each said circular conductive sealing path has a 
break therein for allowing a conductor path to be routed from outside said circular path to a central location 
within said sealing path. 

48. The transducer structure of Claim 47. wherein the respective breaks of said circular sealing paths 
on the top and bottom substrates are misaligned. 

49. The transducer structure of Claim 45, further including other conductor sealing paths located at 
peripheral edges of said transducer structure. 

50. The transducer structure of Claim 45, wherein said semiconductor wafer is electrostatically sealed 
directly to said top and bottom insulator substrates. 

51. The transducer structure of Claim 45, wherein said sealing grid networks are formed on respective 
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top and bottom sides of said insulator substrates. 

52. A method for fabricating a transducer structure, comprising the steps of: 

sandwiching a semiconductor wafer between a top and bottom insulator substrate such that a diaphragm 
formed in said wafer is spaced apart from capacitor plates formed on said top and bottom insulator 
5 substrates; and 

applying an electrostatic sealing voltage to conductive paths on said top and bottom insulator substrate 
such that a cylindrical electrostatic field is concentrated circumferentially around said diaphragm and said 
silicon material circumscribing said diaphragm is sealed to said top and bottom insulator substrates. 

53. The method of Claim 52. further including applying a sealing voltage to a grid network such that a 
io peripheral area around said transducer structure is electrostatically sealed. 

54. The method of Claim 52. further including applying a sealing voltage to a substrate C-shaped 
sealing ring located above and below said diaphragm. 

55. The method of Claim 52, further including connecting said capacitor plates to said semiconductor 
material by a conductive path during said sealing operation. 

75 56. A transducer diaphragm structure fabricated in accordance to the method of Claim 52. 
57. A multilayer transducer structure, comprising: 
a top support glass substrate; 
a bottom support glass substrate; 

a semiconductor wafer sandwiched between said top and bottom support glass substrates, said semicon- 

20 ductor wafer including a clamped diaphragm spaced apart from said top and bottom glass support 
substrates to define respective capacitor gaps, said semiconductor wafer further including a contact on an 
upper surface thereof for providing electrical connections to said semiconductor wafer; 
said top glass support substrate including a top capacitor plate formed on an under surface thereof, and a 
hole therein, and a conductor path connected to said top capacitor plate, routed through said hole and to a 

25 top side of said top glass support substrate; and 

said bottom glass substrate including a hole therein for communicating fluid pressure to said diaphragm, 
and a conductive bottom capacitor plate formed on a top surface of said bottom glass support substrate, 
and connected by a conductor path through said hole to an undersurface of said bottom glass support 
substrate, to an edge thereof and around said edge to a top surface of said bottom glass support substrate. 

30 58. The multilayer transducer structure of Claim 57, wherein said top and bottom glass support 
substrates and said semiconductor wafer are constructed with substantially identical length and width, and 
further including a cutout in said top glass support substrate for allowing access to said semiconductor 
contact, and further including aligned cutouts in said top glass support substrate and said semiconductor 
wafer for allowing access to said conductor path on said bottom glass support substrate contacts. 

35 59. The multilayer transducer structure of Claim 57, wherein said top glass support substrate and said 
bottom glass support substrate have conductors extending from said capacitor plates to respective corners 
of said support substrates to thereby facilitate fabricating a plurality of said support substrates from a glass 
substrate layer. 

60. The multilayer transducer structure of Claim 57, further including a conductive via formed in each 
40 said glass support substrate for connecting said respective capacitor plates to conductive areas on other 

sides of said respective said glass support substrates. 

61. A method for fabricating a multilayer transducer, comprising the steps of: 

fabricating a plurality of transducer structures as a multilayered composite, each said transducer structure 
sharing at least a portion of a common boundary thereof with another transducer structure; 
45 forming a conductive via at said common boundary in one or more of said layers; and 

sectioning said multilayered structure along said common boundary and through said conductive via into a 
plurality of individual transducer devices such that each said device includes a conductive path from a 
bottom surface to a top surface thereof and around an edge thereof. 

62. The method of Claim 61. further including sectioning said composite in quadrants such that a 
so portion of said conductive via is located at a corner of each said sectioned transducer device. 

63. The method of Claim 61. further including forming holes in upper said layers of said composite so 
as to provide access to electrical contacts formed on layers thereunder. 

64. The method of Claim 63, further including aligning said holes with said conductive vias so that 
access can be had through the hole to bottom layers of said structure. 

55 65. The method of Claim 64. further including sectioning said layers simultaneously. 

66. The method of Claim 65. further including forming an access hole larger in diameter than said 
conductive via. 

67. The method of Claim 61, further including forming said multilayered structure with holes in upper 
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layers thereof aligned with holes formed in other layers thereunder, said upper holes being larger than said 
aligned holes thereunder. . 

68 The method of Claim 61, further including forming electrical contacts on an intermediate layer of 
said multilayered composite by forming access holes in a top layer of said composite, overlying said top 
layer with an apertured stencil plate, and depositing a conductive material over said stencil plate such that 
said conductive material passes through said access holes and is deposited on said intermediate layer. 

69. A transducer structure, comprising: . 

a plurality of multiple unit cells in a material layer, each said cell being substantially symmetncally onented 
on the layer with respect to each other; and 

said cells each comprising a plurality of similar die. and each die of a cell being oriented differently with 
respect to the other die of. the cell, and the plural die of each said cell being oriented substantially 
symmetrical with the die of the other cells. 

70. The transducer structure of Claim 69. wherein said material layer comprises a semiconductor 

material^ stnJCfc|re of C|aim 69> where jn said material layer comprises a glass substrate layer. 

72. The transducer structure of Claim 69. further including a hole in said material layer which is 

common to multiple said cells. „,..... 

73. The transducer structure of Claim 72. further including a hole formed at a comer of said multiple of 

colts 

74. The transducer structure of Claim 72, wherein said material layer includes a hole formed therein, 
said hole being common to plural die each of which is associated with a different said cell. 

75. The transducer structure of Claim 69. further including a conductive via formed central to each said 
die. said via being connected to a conductive capacitor plate. 

76. The transducer structure of Claim 75, further including a hole formed at three corners of each said 
die to define a top substrate layer of said transducer structure. 

77. The transducer structure of Claim 75. further including a conductive via formed at a comer of eacn 
said die. and a conductive path connecting said comer via to an associated central via. 

78. The transducer structure of Claim 70. further including a hole formed in a corner of each die having 

a d, !P hr ° 9 JJJ ethod for processing a mat erial layer for forming multilayer transducers, comprising the steps 
of* 

forming a plurality of multiple unit cells in a material layer, each said cell being substantially symmetrically 
oriented on said layer with respect to each other; and ^-^.-k, 
forming each said cell as a plurality of similar die. and each die of a cell being oriented differently with 
respect to the other die of the cell, and the plural die for each said cell being oriented substantially 
symmetrical with the die of the other cells. 

80 The method of Claim 79, further including forming diaphragms in a semiconductor layer. 

81 The method of Claim 79, further including forming capacitor plates on a glass substrate layer. 

82. The method of Claim 79. further including forming a hole in said material layer which is common to 

multiple said cells. „ 
83 The method of Claim 82. further including forming said hole at a comer of said multiple of cells. 

84. The method of Claim 82. further including forming a hole in said material layer which is common to 
plural die each of which is associated with a different said cell. 

85. The method of Claim 79. further including forming a conductive via central to each said die 
connected to a conductive capacitor plate. 

86. The method of Claim 85. further including forming a hole at three corners of each said die to define 
a top substrate layer of a transducer. 

87. The method of Claim 85, further including forming a conductive via at a comer of each said die. and 
connecting said comer via and said central via with a conductor. 

88 The method of Claim 80. further including forming a hole in a comer of each said diapnragmed die. 

89 The method of Claim 79. further including forming a conductive via common to plural die. and 
sectioning said cell through said conductive via so that each said die includes a portion of said conductive 
via. 
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© A miniature transducer having an ultrathin ten- 
sioned silicon diaphragm so as to be responsive to 
extremely small changes in pressure. A silicon wafer 
is masked to define diaphragm areas, and etched to 
form a setback or capacitor gap a predefined depth. 
The mask is removed, and the entire silicon wafer is 
etched a second time to achieve the desired dia- 
phragm thickness. The first and second etches are 
carried out independently, and thus the capacitor 
gap and diaphragm thickness can be independently 
formed. Mask and metallizing steps are carried out 
on glass wafers, and sandwiched around the pro- 
cessed semiconductor wafer, whereupon a large 
number of the miniature transducers are fabricated 
simultaneously. Unique patterning, etching and 
metallizing steps carried out on the sandwich struc- 
ture allow a number of quadrature unit cells to be 
formed, thereby maximizing the area of the semicon- 
ductor and glass structures. By proper selection of 
materials, the diaphragm is tensioned during the 
fabrication of the transducer structures. 
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A method for fabricating semi- 
conductive diaphragm adapted for 
use in transducer apparatus. 

A processed wafer. 



A method for fabricating diaphragms 
adapted for use in transducer 
apparatus . 

A semiconductive wafer. 



A method for forming uniform 
thickness semiconductive wafers, 

A transducer. 



A transducer, having a pretensioned 
diaphragm. 

A method for fabricating a 
pretensioned diaphragm. 

A transducer structure. 

A method for fabricating a trans- 
ducer structure. 

A multilayer transducer structure. 

A method for fabricating a multi- 
layer transducer. 

A transducer structure, comprising 
a plurality of multiple unit cells 
in a material layer. 

A method for processing a material 
layer for forming multilayer 
transducers. 



